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On June 1, President Armando Calderon Sol delivered his fourth annual message to the Congress
highlighting the accomplishments of his presidency. While most observers give him passing
marks in some areas of governance and in educational reform, critics and the public fail him on
economic policy and public security. A spokesperson for the opposition Farabundo Marti para la
Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) said the speech did not reflect the true conditions experienced by most
Salvadorans.
In his report, Calderon Sol listed as major accomplishments "fulfilling the terms of the peace
agreement and advancing the consolidation of democracy" after the civil war of the 1980s. He also
took credit for solidifying the separation of powers and successfully making the transition from
an authoritarian state to democracy. The political opposition acknowledged that he had furthered
democracy by accepting the results of the 1997 mid-term legislative and municipal elections
in which his governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) suffered heavy losses (see
NotiCen, 04/03/97).
The president said his administration had put the country under the rule of law by combating
official impunity and had mounted "a frontal attack" on crime. He took credit for the increase
in the number of teachers part of a major educational reform. As for the economy, the president
recognized the high incidence of poverty but said because of the civil war it will take a long time to
eliminate the great backlog of social needs. He promised to devote his remaining year in office to
improving public security and to increasing access to potable water.

Administration says country is model for Latin America
The administration's determination to pay off the US$3 billion foreign debt has set the country
above most others in Latin America for credit worthiness and solvency, the president said. The
public debt as a percentage of GDP has been reduced from 37% when Calderon Sol took office
in 1993 to 26% in 1997. During the same period, inflation dropped from 12.1% to 1.9%. In a recent
presentation to a group of Hispanic investors in Washington, DC, Minister of the Economy Eduardo
Zablah said the country is a model for investment. The country's low 9.2% average tariff, strong
hard-currency reserves, and 4% economic growth last year have combined to bring stability, he said.
The government's economic policy assumes that export-driven growth will raise national income
and reduce poverty. Because of the high rate of poverty and other social and economic problems, it
is even more important to maintain macroeconomic stability and continue the economic opening,
Zablah said. The drop in the poverty rate, from 53% in 1993 to 48% in 1997, shows "we are on the
right path," said Zablah. "If the current economic policies continue to be followed, El Salvador could
eliminate extreme poverty in one generation." Economic policy has not fulfilled expectations But
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the Salvadoran Foundation for Economic and Social Development (Fundacion Salvadorena para el
Desarrollo Economico y Social FUSADES) says current growth is inadequate to significantly reduce
poverty. Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) economist Rafael Pleitez told the Inter Press Service
that, at the current 4% growth rate, it will take the economy 65 years to double per capita income.
Even if income were then equally distributed it would not be enough to purchase the basic basket of
consumer goods and services, he said. In an economic "master plan" announced in 1995, Calderon
Sol promised to catapult the economy into global competition by promoting exports, lowering
tariffs and interest rates, and drawing in foreign investment. However, the administration has never
followed through with an integrated economic policy and has been unable to satisfy either the voter
or the business class.
Although macroeconomic indicators have shown the economy has improved, critics say the
government has invested too little in agriculture and failed to stimulate private investment and
job creation. The private sector has been especially critical of the administration's failure to
privatize state properties. High unemployment and rate increases for basic services particularly
electricity have contributed to the president's low approval ratings. Labor unions argue that the
macroeconomic figures do not reflect any improvement in the economic lives of most workers.
The Unidad de los Trabajadores Salvadorenos (UNTS) says the basic basket of consumer goods
and services has increased by 30% in relation to the purchasing power of the average wage earner
during the four years of the Calderon Sol administration. A recent CID-Gallup poll shows the
administration received the lowest approval ratings for its handling of the economy. In a poll
conducted by UCA's Instituto Universitario de Opinion Publica, the administration received an
overall approval rating of five on a scale of one to 10. More than 45% of those responding said their
personal economic situation had worsened under the current administration.

Administration accused of undermining human rights office
Human rights is another areas where the president is vulnerable to criticism. The office of director
of human rights has been vacant since the departure in March of Yolanda de Aviles. Human rights
groups, including the Comision para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en Centroamerica
(CODEHUCA), accused Calderon Sol of gutting the office by refusing to veto a law that prevents
Aviles' assistant, Eduardo Urquilla, from taking over, while political squabbles in the legislature
have stalled the appointment of a new director.
Urquilla has threatened to take the case to the Supreme Court, charging that the law is
unconstitutional. Human rights activists say the law violates the terms of the 1992 peace accords,
which mandate a human rights prosecutor. CODEHUCA also has criticized the administration for
cutting the office's budget and hampering its investigating arm, which responds to human rights
complaints. El Salvador has worst violent-crime rate in the Americas As for crime, the president
could report little more than a determination to confront the problem. According to a study by the
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), El Salvador had the highest incidence of violent crimes in
Latin America in 1997, with 100 murders per 100,000 inhabitants compared with 17.8 per 100,000 in
Mexico.
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The president's latest attempt to fight crime is to put military troops in the streets, but that proposal
has met a barrage of criticism. It is clear that Calderon Sol has lost some political strength since the
1997 elections and has left an opening for the FMLN to gain ground before the next presidential
election. Since the mid-term elections, ARENA has experienced internal friction and power shifts.
Six cabinet ministers have resigned, and six directors of autonomous state agencies have been
replaced. Some analysts say the recent strike by doctors employed by the social security system
may have also weakened the administration (see NotiCen, 06/11/98). The strike was long and
costly and ended with the government's surrender after it had attempted and failed to crush the
strike through mass firings. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/31/98, 06/02/98; El Diario de Hoy (El
Salvador), 06/01/98, 06/02/98; Notimex, 05/31/98, 06/01/98, 06/04/98]
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